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A Reconstituted Social Environment.  




In analysing the array of historical literature specific to Australia, it becomes obvious 
that the colonisers, missionaries, explorers and others had little regard for any 
patterns of communal relationships amongst Aboriginal peoples. The British 
Eurocentric view of Aboriginal male and female relationships denied an important 
reality. Aboriginal women’s position and participation in productive activities was 
parallel to that of men, rather than subservient, subordinate or oppressive. As a result 
of colonisation Australian Aboriginal gendered realities were greatly affected. They 
still exist but colonisation had a profound impact upon the cultural development of 
gendered realities and how they manifest themselves within broader Australian 
society. Raymond Evans, an Australian male anthropologist, provides a good 
overview of the changing position of Aboriginal women, 
 
With the onset of white colonisation, women’s functions were 
either severely truncated and rendered marginal in a reconstituted 
social environment or utterly destroyed as their populations were 
decimated and their society and culture dismembered and 
fragmented. During this process the position of black women 
plummeted from being co-workers of equal importance to men in 
the balanced use of the environment to that of thoroughly exploited 
beasts of burden. It fell from being valuable human resources and 
partners within traditional sexual relationships to that of degraded 
and diseased sex objects and from being people of recognised 
spiritual worth to that of beings of virtual animal status in the eyes 
and the belief systems of their exploiters (1982:9).  
 
 Aboriginal women, men and children all had specific and important roles within the 
broader construct of community. Aboriginal women were valued and respected and 
were not of lesser value to men or men a lesser value to women. Aboriginal women 
had and have their own ceremonies, songs, dances, law and sacred sites through 
which connections, associations and affiliations to country, people and culture were 
strengthened.  
 
Historically, Aboriginal women generally found little comfort or support from non-
Indigenous women in Australia who were active participants in the marginalisation 
and the denial of human, civil, political, legal, sexual and Indigenous rights of 
Aboriginal women. Their attitudes, like male attitudes, were and are forged within 
different race, class, sex, colonialist and neo-colonialist practices. Non-Indigenous 
women have benefited and profited from past and continued marginalisation and 
oppression of Aboriginal women. They are therefore not separate in how they view 
Aboriginal women and Aboriginality. Despite the struggle for women’s rights and the 
growth in momentum of the women’s movement in Australia, the positioning of 
Aboriginal women remained stagnant for many years. Aboriginal writer, Jackie 
Huggins in her discussion of the place of Aboriginal women and the White Women’s 
Movement suggests that,   
 
Aboriginal women are viewed as the ‘other’ based on a menial or 
sexual image: as more sexual but less cerebral, more interesting 
perhaps but less intellectual, more passive but less critical, more 
emotional but less analytical, more exotic but less articulate, more 
withdrawn but less direct, more cultural but less stimulating, more 
oppressed but less political than they are (1994:77). 
 
In the past two decades within Australian literature the same issue has been raised 
by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. Aboriginal researcher, Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson is particularly analytical in her discussion and incorporates the 
earlier works of Aboriginal women. She provides an Indigenous standpoint from 
which to view feminism in Australia (1999, 2000, 2003) and offers a rigorous 
explanation to Australian history, race, gender and class issues within Australian 
feminism. She places a major challenge to the Australian Women’s Movement 
presenting them as being essentially ‘white middle class women’s business’ and 
argues, the position of whiteness is often not questioned by white women. She 
demonstrates the multiple attributes of whiteness and feminism and the impacts 
these have on Aboriginal women.  
 
One of the problems in Australia and in some regional areas such as the one in which 
I reside is that people in organisations and community have not kept up with the 
literature and that ‘women’ themselves have not kept up with the literature and 
issues. In some instances in dialogue it is still as if we are talking the same issues 
that were being discussed in the 1970s and 1980s. Aboriginal women and ethnic 
minority women are still fighting just to be included, let alone to be heard.  
 
What I have come to more deeply understand is that although gender, ethnicity and 
class have different ontological bases with separate discourses they are very much 
intermeshed. Gender in Australia, as elsewhere, is lived through racism, sexism and 
classism, and social constructions of race, gender and class in the society. Aboriginal 
women have remained on the margins of feminist debates in this country. We stand 
and watch non-Indigenous women argue for something which we had and which they 
assisted in disempowering us of.  I do not foresee Aboriginal women embracing a 
collective feminism until non-Indigenous women address the issues of whiteness, 
racism and classism. Jackie Huggins, in discussing participation of Aboriginal women 
in the women’s movement, made the following statements, 
 
What white women do not realise is that, despite the general 
diversity of opinions in Aboriginal society, the strong stance that 
Aboriginal women take against the white women’s movement 
remains universal. Evidence for this there has not been in Australia 
to date, one published document by an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander women who supports the women’s liberation movement. 
There is certainly no discussion of support for it either in Aboriginal 
community circles (1994:76).   
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